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I have been a storyteller for 40 years and perhaps the best tale I’ve 
ever told is my own story because in telling you my story, you will 
understand the importance of your story. 

From the moment I first moved to San Francisco, it felt like home. I wondered why 
because I thought I was the only Aoki here. People kept telling me there were a lot of Aokis in 
the Bay but I just thought it was a common name. Now I know they are all my relatives. The 
oldest living Issei in my family, Sadae Aoki Takizawa, was the first to tell me about our history 
in the city. My grandfather, Chojiro Peter Aoki was one of the first fully ordained Christian 
priests in the U.S. and was sent by the Meiji government in 1897 to help establish the first 
Japanese settlement in America - Japantown, San Francisco. Before the Great Earthquake 
of 1906, he was head of Sei Ko Kai, the Japanese Episcopal Mission, one of J-town's 
founding institutions. He had an elder brother, Jitsuji, a noodle factory owner in Oakland 
and a younger brother Gunjiro, a Socialist and a founder of the San Francisco Kendo Dojo. 

Uncle Gunjiro's Girlfriend is the story of the first Japanese/Caucasian marriage 
and the impact of this marriage on the descendants one hundred years later. 
Helen and Gunjiro found each other during the Japonisme&Chinoiserie period when the West was 
fascinated with the East and loved to import Asian culture, but hated Asian people. Which is why, 
in the play, I chose images from Van Gogh's Japanese period during Helen and Gunjiro's scenes. 
The Aoki-Emery love affair was used by the press to inflame the Yellow Peril journalism of the 
Hearst newspaper and validate the platform of the Asiatic - Exclusion leagues - a coalition of over 
200 labor organizations that fined businesses $50 a day for every day a "Jap" worked. Effectively 
forcing the Issei, most of who were not farmers but educated professionals, out of the cities into 
the countryside. The Exclusion League's influence, policies and legislation in the California State 
Assembly laid the groundwork for the subsequent Incarceration of all Japanese during WWII. 

Every time we perform this work - Los Angeles, New Orleans, Australia, Japan - 
another long lost relative appears and I learn something new and it changes the story. So 
I know that each of our personal stories impacts the larger narrative. Because what is history 
but all our stories woven together? Finding Helen and Gunjiro's story has taught me that 
one person's life does matter. One's choices now impact hundreds of unborn descendants 
later. Finally, I've discovered that even if it takes more than 100 years, love does conquer all. 

— Brenda Wong Aoki 
San Francisco 2016 
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Grandpa (with moustache, front row): Rev. Chojiro Aoki, 
Sei Ko Kai Episcopal Mission, San Francisco, circa 1905. 



Aoki family crest 


Uncle Gunjiro's Girlfriend 

celebrates the life of Father Peter 
Chojiro Aoki, Gunjiro Aoki, 

Helen Emery, Sadae Aoki Takizawa, 
Aunt Sets Aoki Saito (who sure 
could keep a secret!), and to all 
my aunties & uncles who grew up 
share-cropping in Salt Lake City. 
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Brenda Wong Aoki is a storyteller, anthologized playwright, producer and artistic director. 
Known for her agility across disciplines, she creates monodramas for symphony, dance, solo 
performance, taiko and jazz ensembles. 

Aoki's work has been produced worldwide and include: Mermaid (1997), Torrance and Berkeley 
symphonies, commissioned by Kent Nagano; Kuan-yin: Our Lady of Compassion (2002), Hong Kong 
Cultural Center, Yerba Buena Center for the Arts, the Esplanade in Singapore, directed by Shu Wing 
Tang and featured gagaku master Togi Suenobu; NoWay Out, Jefferson Starship Best Music Video 
of the Year; Uncle Gunjiro's Girlfriend (1998) was originally directed by Los Angeles Center Theater 
Group producer, director Diane Rodriguez with dramaturgical support from Luis Alfaro, Joan 
Shirle and Joan Holden. It is featured in the KTVU documentary on San Francisco in the 1920's. 
Other works include: The Queen's Garden H 992), Climate Theater and San Diego Repertory Theater; 
Obake: Tales of Spirits Past and Present (1998), presented at the Kennedy Center and on Broadway 
at the New Victory Theater; Random Acts, Dallas Theater Center. Aoki wrote the musical works: The 
Soul of the Great Bell (1985), San Jose Taiko; Legend of Morning Glory, a story given to Aoki by Pete 
Seeger (2009); and Maze Daiko for Taiko ensemble. Return of the Sun (2009) Palace of Fine Arts, 

San Francisco commissioned by the Ethnic Dance Festival and was a work Aoki and Izu created for 
dance ensembles from Korea, India, Peru and Mexico. Aoki and Izu's Kabuki Cabarets (2011) were 
presented at the San Jose Jazz Festival and Yoshi's, San Francisco. MU, (2013) a dance theater work 
commissioned by the Krannert Center for the Arts in Urbana-Champaign, and most recently Suite 
J-town (2015), a site specific dance drama about the history of Japantown San Francisco. 

The first nationally recognized Asian Pacific storyteller, Aoki performs regularly at the National 
Storytelling Festival in Jonesborough,TN. Her work appears in many anthologies and includes her 
own book, Mermaid Meat: The Secret to Immortality, published in 2009. 

A curriculum developer and educator, Aoki is a founding faculty member of the Institute 
for Diversity in the Arts at Stanford University and has been an Artist-in-Residence at various 
institutions in the US and Japan. She is a member of ASCAP and the Dramatist Guild, and co¬ 
founder/artistic director of First Voice. 

Aoki is the recipient of San Francisco's 2013 Inspirational Leadership in the Performing Arts 
award, a US-Japan Creative Artist Fellowship, NEA Solo Theater Fellowships, ASCAP Plus Awards, 
Critic's Circle Award, Hollywood Drama-logue awards and AFIM INDIE Awards for Best Spoken 
Word recordings. Her work has been commissioned by the US Congressional Civil Liberties 
Public Education Fund, Asian Arts Council, Japan Foundation, MAP Fund, Dramatist Guild, SF Arts 
Commission, California Arts Council, Zellerbach Foundation, Rockefeller Foundation and National 
Endowment for the Arts. 

Brenda has deep roots in San Francisco. Her grandfather was a founder of Japantown in the 
1890's, and her grandmother was a leader of the first Chinatown garment union. She lives in San 
Francisco with her husband, Mark Izu and son, Kai Kane Aoki Izu. In 2017, Brenda will celebrate the 
120th anniversary of the Aoki family in San Francisco. 
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Mark Izu, composer, producer and bandleader, has fused the traditional music of Asia with 
African-American improvisation. Izu plays acoustic bass as well as several traditional Asian instruments 
such as the sheng (Chinese multi-reed instrument) and sho (Japanese multi-reed instrument). 

As the Artistic Director of the Asian American Jazz Festival for 15 years, Izu has gained national and 
international attention for developing a new musical genre, Asian American Jazz, and has performed 
with artists such as James Newton, Steve Lacy, Zakir Hussain, Kent Nagano, George Lewis, Cecil Taylor, 
Anthony Brown and Jon Jang. Recently, Izu has been inducted into the Grove Dictionary of Music as 
a composer and founder of Asian American Jazz. In 2014 a documentary film, Don't Lose Your Soul, 
about Mark Izu and Anthony Brown's 30 years in the vanguard of Asian American Jazz, was broadcast 
nationally on PBS. 

Izu has composed scores for film, live music concerts and theater. In 2009 Izu won an Emmy® Award 
for Outstanding Music for his score in Bolinao 52. His film scores include Steven Okazaki's Academy® 
award-winning Days of Waiting; Emmy-winning documentary, Return to the Valley; and a new score for 
the DVD release of Sessue Hayakawa's 1909 masterpiece, The Dragon Painter (Milestones DVD, 2007). 
His theater scores have been performed at the Kennedy Center, Lincoln Center, and Sundance Festival. 
He was awarded a Drama-logue Award for Best Original Music and Indie Awards for best CD. His 
recordings include The Queen's Garden (Indie Award 1999), Tales of the Pacific Rim (Indie Award 1990), 
Circle of Fire (Top 10 picks oftheyear-SF Bay Guardian), and recordings with the Grammy-nominated 
Asian American Orchestra. Izu's CD Threading Time featuring masters Togi Suenobu (gagaku) and Zakir 
Hussain (tabla) was released in Tokyo in 2007. 

Other awards include Meet the Composer, Gerbode Composer Commission, Rockefeller MAP, Asian 
Business League Artist Award, National Endowment for the Arts, and San Francisco Arts Commission. 
Izu was a founding faculty member of Stanford's Institute of Diversity for the Arts in 2002. In 2007 he 
received the US/Japan Creative Arts Fellowship to Japan sponsored by the National Endowment for 
the Arts and the Bunkacho. 

Shoko Hikage began playing koto at the age of three. Her first teacher was Chizuga Kimura of the 
Ikuta-ryu Sokyoku Seigen Kai in Akita Prefecture, Japan. From 1985, she received special training from 
the 2nd and 3rd IEMOTO Seiga Adachi. In 1988, Hikage graduated from Takasaki College with a major 
in koto music. She was then accepted as a special research student at the Sawai Koto Institute under 
Tadao and Kazue Sawai, where she received her master's certificate. Hikage also completed a one-year 
intensive seminar at the Sawai Sokyoku In. In 1992, she moved to Honolulu, Hawaii to teach koto at 
the Sawai Kotot Kai Hawaii and at the University of Hawaii. In 1997, she moved to San Francisco where 
she continues her concert and teaching activities. Hikage premiered Hyo-shin Na's"Crazy Horse"for 
Korean Traditional Orchestra and Koto Solo with the National Orchestra of Traditional Instruments in 
Seoul, Korea in November, 2011. In 2014, Hikage gave a solo recital with a program devoted to Hyo- 
shin Na's music for koto/bass koto at Buam Arts Hall in Seoul, Korea. The second CD of her playing of 
Na's music was released on the Top Arts Label in February 2015. 
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Uncle Gunjiro's Girlfriend premiered atYerba Buena Center for the Arts in San 
Francisco in 1998. After a tour in California, it went on to represent the U.S. at the Adelaide 
International Arts Festival in Australia. 
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Commissioned by a grant from Congress (US Civil Liberties Public Education Fund), 
National Endowment for the Arts, San Francisco Art Commission, Grants for the Arts, 
California Civil Liberties Public Education Program, William and Flora Hewlett Foundation, 
Zellerbach Family Fund, Columbia Foundation, Uncle Gunjiro's Girlfriend was developed in 
conjunction with the Bay Area Playwright's Festival, San Jose Repertory Theater, and Villa 
Montalvo and Yerba Buena Center for the Arts. 
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This performance is 
in memory of my father. 
Reverend Chojiro's son 
Dave Yukio Aoki, and 
Gunjiro's grandson 
John Bennett Oakie, 
and Eric Lehrman. 


Sadae Aoki, the keeper of the story, 1904 


SPONSORED BY JARF, JAPANESE AMERICAN RELIGIOUS 
FEDERATION OF SAN FRANCISCO 

Shukyoka Konwakai was founded in 1948 to foster communication, understanding 
and better relationships among religious leaders from Buddhist, Christian and 
Independent lineages in the Japanese American community in San Francisco. JARF 
had its inception in the Japanese internment camps. The religious leaders realized 
there is more strength in numbers and could help its spiritually bereft from different 
religions by cooperating together. On June 1,1968, JARF was incorporated as a 
non-profit organization and the Shukyoka Konwakai was changed to Nichibei Shukyo 
Renmei, Japanese American Religious Federation. 

With the official incorporation as a non-profit organization, the long-chenshed dream 
to provide housing for elders and low-income families, in the Japanese American 
community began to reach fulfillment. On January 30,1969, JARF Housing Inc. 
received a six-million dollar long term loan from the Federal Assurance Corporation 
for the affordable living and fair housing senior residence and JARF Housing began 
construction of Hinode Tower and Nihonmachi Terrace. Ground-breaking ceremonies 
were held on February 23,1974. The 245 unit facility was dedicated at opening 
ceremonies on November 22,1975. JARF continues today to seek answers to create 
more low-income housing in San Francisco. 
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A NOTE ABOUT FIRST VOICE 

Since 1976 Brenda Wong Aoki and Mark Izu have played a central role in the 
evolution of Asian American Art. They founded First Voice in 1997, with a mission to 
create, present and contribute the stories and music of people living between worlds. 
Critical to this mission is"personal experience" or "voice"- essential to the authentic 
representation of the people of the United States. 


Join our mailing list! 

aokizu@firstvoice.org 

www.aokizu.org 


First Voice Staff for Unce Gunjiro's Girlfriend 

Nicole Hsiang, Associate Producer 
Jen Tait, Outreach Manager 
Marissa Bergmann, Graphic Artist 
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